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L E I G H  G A L L A G H E R
T H E  R E L I G I O U S  S O C I E T Y  O F  F R I E N D S
E l i z a b e t h  w o k e  to  t h e  h a r p  s t r i n g s  of  h e r  p h o n e  a l a r m  a n d  a h a c k ­
ing  no is e ,  as o f  w o o d  c h o p p i n g ,  s o m e w h e r e  o u t s i d e .  S h e d  f a l le n  
a s l eep  o n  t h e  c o u c h  a g a i n ,  a n d  n o w  t h e  f a m i l i a r  r o o m  a s s e m b l e d  
i t s e l f— j UI1k mai l  in t h e  r o c k i n g  ch a i r ,  t h e  K a c h i n a  d o l l s  s t a n d i n g  
g u a r d  ac ro ss  t h e  m a n t l e ,  h e r  m o m ' s  C a t f i g h t  r e c o r d s  f r a m e d  o n  t h e  
wall ,  t h e  t w o  b l a c k  d is k s  a b o v e  t h e  a l b u m  s leeves  f o r m i n g  d i l a t e d  
eyeba l l s .  T h e  s a m e  d i s c o n c e r t i n g  lace t h a t  h a d  b e e n  s t a r i n g  a t
E l i z a b e t h  for  t h e  pa s t  t w e n t y - o n e  years .
Be fo re  sh e  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  a n y t h i n g ,  she  r e a c h e d  d o w n  h e r  
l o n g  u n d e r w e a r ,  i n t o  t h e  w a r m  p la ce  b e t w e e n  h e r  legs.  A p a i n  
f la red ;  E l i z a b e t h  p l u m m e t e d .  1 he  t h i n g  h a d  n o t  v a n i s h e d  in t h e  
n i g h t ,  as s h e ’d p l e a d e d  y e s t e r d a y  ( let  th i s  b e  n o t h i n g ! )  in a w a y  t h a t  
a p p r o x i m a t e d  prayer .  N o t  to  G o d  b u t  to  s o m e t h i n g  l ike  h i m ,  a 
b l u r r y  forc e  o r  a s o u n d ,  i f  she  h a d  to  d e s c r i b e  it ,  a t o n a l  a n d  a t m o ­
s p h e r i c ,  l ike  t h e  h u m  o f  a t h e r e m i n .
S h e  f l u n g  o f f  t h e  b l a n k e t s  a n d  sat  up .  T h r o u g h  t h e  b a y  
w i n d o w  she  saw t h e  s o u r c e  o f  t h e  n o i s e — h e r  m o m  s t r i k i n g  a 
b a r b e q u e  s p a t u l a  a g a i n s t  a M e d i e v a l - l o o k i n g  c u r t a i n  o f  i c ic les  t h a t  
h u n g  f r o m  t h e  eaves ,  b r e a k i n g  t h e  sp e a r s  o f f  o n e  a t  a t i m e .  W i t h ­
o u t  h e r  s w a m i  s c a r f  o r  h a t  h e r  h e a d  was  e x p o s e d  in a w a y  t h a t  s ti l l  
s t a r t l e d  E l i z a b e t h ;  sh e  l o o k e d  a l m o s t  f u n n y ,  l ike  a b i g  b a b y  o r  a 
r a p p e r ,  a n d  E l i z a b e t h  d i d n ' t  a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  jo k e  t h e  b a l d n e s s  m a d e  
o f  h e r  m o t h e r ’s i l lness .
A l r e a d y  sh e  was  in y e s t e r d a y ’s c l o t h e s .  S h e  a v o i d e d  t h e  
b a t h r o o m ;  t a m p e d  d o w n  h e r  c o m p u l s i o n  to  l o o k  w i t h  t h e  h a n d  
m i r r o r  a g a i n ,  d i d n ’t b o t h e r  to  m o i s t u r i z e  h e r  face  o r  b r u s h  o u t  t h e  
w e d g e  o f  h e r  b a n g s .  I t ’s n o t h i n g ,  i t ’s n o t h i n g ,  i t ’s n o t h i n g .
“ Y ou’re u p  so e a r ly ! ’’ h e r  m o m  sa id ,  s t o m p i n g  in t h e  d o o r ­
way.  T h e  c o l d  h a d  f l u s h e d  h e r  c h e e k s  a n d  ears .
E l i z a b e t h  s h r u g g e d  i n t o  h e r  c o a t  a n d  g a t h e r e d  h e r  b a c k ­
p ack .  “ I.abel  s t u f f , ’’ s h e  sa id ,  b e n d i n g  to  lace h e r  b o o t s .  “ B e f o r e  
w o r k .
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She d i d n ’t mee t  her  m o t h e r ’s eyes,  or  kiss her,  as was usual ,  
before she lef t— afraid t ha t  he r  m o m  m i g h t  d i v ine  the p r ob l e m 
before  it had be c ome ,  official ly,  a p r ob l e m.
At the  d o w n t o w n  free cl inic,  t he  r ecept i oni s t  garbl ed her  last name .  
F r unczack  was one  o f  t hose  HI 1 is Island mas h- ups ,  t he  resul t  o f  
a s h i p ’s load o f  i mm i g r a n t s  c r o w d i n g  a ga ngp l a nk  l ike paparazzi ,  
a c a c o p h o n y  of l anguages  whi l e  a secretary we n t  a r o u n d  wi th a 
no t epa d  a nd  b u t c h e r e d  all t he  spel l ings.  Th i s  was how Mr.  She r i ­
dan (wi th his regular  name)  had expla i ned  it in t he  t h i rd  grade.
His i n t e n t i on  mus t  have been to a rm her  agains t  the  boys on the 
p l a y g r o u n d — “ El izabeth t hey said regularly,  bu t  “ Fr unczack  they 
gagged on,  c onvul s ed  the word  f rom thei r  chest s  a nd  feigned vomi t  
wi th var ious  cafeter ia  props .  El izabeth freak-hag  c a me  in the  for th 
grade  d u r i n g  a P.E. softbal l  ga me  in whi ch  she fai led to hi t  d u r i n g  
a crucial  i nn ing .  But  these were onl y  h u m b l e  precur sor s  to t he  r h e ­
torical  mas t e rp i ece  bo r n  f r e shman  year  o f  high s choo l — E jizzabeth  
bucksack, the  p l ay g r o u n d  boys ( now w o o d s h o p  bros)  cat -cal led,  
sang,  scrawled on any  avai lable surface l ike Ne a nde r t ha l s .  It c augh t  
l ike a t r end.  Even El i zabeth recognized the genius  o f  t he  t r i - pun  
dis;  the  cruel  lyr icism,  felt deep  in the  s t oma c hs  o f  all who  reci ted 
it, l ike t he  best  p oe ms  in t he  l ang arts  an thology.
“ El izabeth At w- do- you- s a y - i t ? ” t he  r ecept i oni s t  asked.
El i zabe th  t h e n — and n o w — was ne i t he r  sack- l ike nor  fuck-  
able.  In the  mi r r o r  she was always t ry i ng  to lift her  shoulder s ,  
whi ch  s loped l ike wire hangers  benea t h  her  t -shi r t s ;  she was aware 
t ha t  she sc ra t ched  at her  facial b l emishes  too of t en ,  and  t ha t  her  
na tura l  voice was not  un l i ke  t he  voice t ha t  one  m i g h t  use to i mi t a t e  
a M u p p e t .  Af ter  t ha t  P.E. sof tbal l  ga me  El izabeth had hid in a 
d r a i nage  di t ch  be ne a t h  W a s h i ng t on  St reet ,  d r a w i n g  in the  m u d  and  
s inging fantasy songs  a b o u t  life as a runaway.  In high school  she 
l earned to hide  by o t h e r  means ;  she lived in her  h e a d p h o n e s ,  and
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v e n t u r e d  to al l-ages shows,  w h e re  she s to o d  so close to the  s p e a k ­
ers th a t  the  mus ic  rang in her  ears l o u d  e n o u g h  to cover  the  o t h e r
sounds .
How,  th en ,  had  an expl ic i t ly  un- sexy El izabe th  c o m e  to be here?
Her  c lo thes  in a heap  on the  cha i r  bes ide  her,  the  o v e rh ead  f l u o ­
rescence t u r n i n g  her  skin re pt i l i an ,  the  exam table  p a p e r  c rack l in g
u n d e r  her  but t?
A nu rse  ca m e  in to  the  ro o m  an d  read f r om  a c l i p b o a r d .
“ Discha rg e ,  i tching,  pain  whi l e  ur inat ion: '  H e r  m a k e u p  her  f i n ­
ge rn ai ls— ra d ia ted  hygiene .
“ I  n o — I f o u n d  s o m e t h i n g  in my . . .” Swimsui t  area c a m e
to m in d .  It was an old t e rm ,  f rom s u m m e r  cam p .
“G e n i t a l  r eg io n ,” the  n u rs e  said.  An a n a to m i c a l  t o u r - g u i d e .  
“S o m e t h i n g ? ” she repea ted ,  an d  lo oked  at E l i zabe th  t h r o u g h  r i m ­
less glasses.
“ L ike a b u m p "  E l i zabe th  t r ied .  She r e m e m b e r e d  yes t erday ;  
the  h a n d  m i r ro r  ang led b e tw een  her  legs, her  desk l am p  s h a m e f u l ly  
p o s i t io n e d .
“A lesion or  a canker?  In the  vaginal  canal? Labia? Anus? 
El izabe th  felt h o t  an d  fa in t .  “ I m n o t  . . . ’ It was in a n o n ­
ter r i tory ,  an u n d e s i g n a t e d  fold.  I t h i n k  it s p ro b a b ly  n o t h i n g .
T h e  nu rse  p l a n t e d  hersel f  on  a low s tool  a n d  c r a b w a lk e d  
tow ard  El izabe th .
“A n d  y o u ’re sexual ly ac t ive?”
El izabe th  shi f t ed  a n d  the  t i ssue vest grazed her  n ipples ,  
p e r k in g  t h e m  te r r ib ly  to life. N o t  so lo ng  ago,  J u l i an  h a d  tes ted  
thei r  p l iab i l i ty  in his m o u t h .  “ I ’ve on ly  d o n e  it o n c e , ” she l ied. 
S h e ’d d o n e  it twice.  O n c e  wi th  Ju l i an  a n d  be for e  t h a t  w i th  B o ­
ris, her  E s to n ian  c o w o rk e r  w h o ’d m a n n e d  the  s a n d w i c h  s t a t i o n  
at Squares.  “A m o n t h  ago .” It had been two m o n t h s  be fore  wi th  
Boris;  f i f teen days  ago wi th  Ju l i an .
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“You’re a student?”
“ No,  I m f rom h e r e . '
No  col lege? 1 he nur se  f rowned  fami l iar ly;  tow nie , t he  
f rown said.
El i zabeth s hook  her  head.  “ No t  r ight  now.  Right  now 
El izabeth  was d e vo t i ng  herse l f  to Crossed  O u t .  T h e  b u r g e o n i n g  
label ,  as her  m o t h e r  pu t  it proudly.  But  El izabeth s tayed quie t ;  this 
d i dn  t seem like t he  t ime  to de fend  her  ext racur r i cul ar s .
1 t h i nk  i t s  best  we test  for everything ,’ t he  nur se  said,  as 
t h o u g h  she mi gh t  a d mi n i s t e r  an SAT, too.
El izabeth d i d  as she was told,  p u t  her  feet  in the  s t i r rups  
and  scoo ted  to the  edge of the  table.  Physical ly she r ema i ned  there,  
b u t  psychical ly she fell off; d o wn ,  do wn ,  t oward  the regre t t able  
m e m o r y  of Boris.  He r  s t u b b o r n  d e t e r mi n a t i o n  to lose her  vi rgini ty,  
finally,  at t we n t y - one .  O ur vi rgini ty,  Boris had said in his s tup i d  
exchange  s t u d e n t  accent ,  e mp h a s i z i n g  thei r  shared pu r i t y  as i f  this 
s o m e h o w  fated the un i o n .  El izabeth was less s e n t i me n t a l .  It was 
d i s a p p o i n t i n g  to learn t ha t  Boris was as i nexper i enced  as she;  how 
cou l d  any real de - f l ower i ng  be d o n e  by a n o t h e r  f lowery virgin? •
She ar r ived at his d o r m  r oom to f ind s t i nky  candles  lit and  Enya 
playing,  his twin bed neat  a nd  a t - t he- ready,  Ame r i c an i z e d  by a Star 
Wars pi l lowcase.  He  u n s n a p p e d  the legs of his t ea r -away pan t s  wi t h  
pa i ns t a k i ng  s lowness  whi l e  El i zabe th  sat there  t ry i ng  to feel s o m e ­
t hing.  I he m o o d  s t one  in her  core  refused to glow,  b u t  by t hen  it 
seemed too late.  He  was on top  of her,  his l i t t le flabs o f  boy-breas t s  
press ing in to  her,  his p u p p y  m o u t h  agains t  her  ear.
S o m e t h i n g  inf in i t es imal  s na ked  inside her  now,  and  she felt 
a ba rb- l i ke  scrape  b e h i n d  her  be l l ybu t t on .  1 he r oom s eemed  to ba l ­
ance for a m i n u t e .  H e r  m o m  m e n t i o n e d  this s ome t i me s ,  t he  calm a 
doctor ' s  tools  a n d  p r oce dur e s  could  br ing.  “At least c h e m o t h e r a p y  
smells l ike it's he lping.  Smel l  m e — don' t  1 smel l  l ike Lysol?” a feeble 
a t t e mp t  to make  El i zabeth smi le  on one  o f  t hose  miserabl e  rides
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h o m e  f rom  t r e a t m e n t .
T h e  nu rse  was as king s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  m o n o g a m y  now,  
a b o u t  E l i zab e th ’s partner. Ju l i an  a p p e a re d  on the  p a r t i c l e b o a r d  
o f  the  ce il ing.  She saw h im  on the  s tage at the  C i n d e r  Block,  his 
A d a m ’s appl e  p r o t r u d i n g  aga ins t  the  mic  s t an d .  “ I d o n ’t have o n e , ” 
she said.  To call h im  her  “p a r t n e r ” m i g h t  j inx the  a l r eady  m i c r o ­
scopic  possibil i ty.
“ D id  you  use p r o t e c t i o n ? ”
She felt  the  al ien to u ch  o f  the  g loved finger ,  a n d  aga in  the  
s t ing.  Yes, she said automat ica l ly .
T h e  nur se  ca m e  o u t  f rom the  t e n t  o f  her  legs. “Are you
sure :
E l i zabeth  Hushed.  I t ’s nothing!
“ Because we have s o m e t h i n g  h e re . ”
An h o u r  later  she was t r e n c h i n g  d o w n  the  sn o w -w a l l ed  s idewa lks  
t ow ard  wor k ,  h y p n o t i z e d  by disbel ieE We d id  n o t  have a n y t h i n g  
El izabeth  had it, an d  the  s o m e t h i n g  was syphi l i s .  In the  recesses 
o f  her  b ackpack ,  a w h i t e  pape r  bag held  a n t i b i o t i c s — an t ib io t i c s !  
She had re jo iced.  This was curable, t he  nu rse  said.  B ut w e’ll have to 
w ait on those other test results. Relief ca m e  a n d  w e n t ,  a n d  E l i z a b e th s  
ins ides  t u r n e d  s tormy.  Other tests,  o t h e r  results.  A c r o n y m s  l o o m e d  
large,  b o b b i n g  on her  in te rn a l  wh i t ecaps .  We’ll be calling , t h e  nu rs e  
p ro m ised .  She sugges ted  El izabeth ' s  p a r tn e r  c o m e  in for his o w n  
tests,  A-sap! A n d  any o t h e r  p a r tn e r s  El izab e th  m i g h t  have fa iled  to 
m e n t i o n .
She t h o u g h t  b a c k — tr ied hard  to focus  an d  in s p ec t  the  
b leary  image  o f  J u l i a n ’s penis ,  vee r in g sp r ing i ly  t o w a r d  his left 
s h o u l d e r  before  h e ’d covered  t h e m  b o t h  w i th  the  a fghan .  It was 
a fast g l impse ,  b u t  she was sure  th a t  i f  s o m e t h i n g  h ad  been  there  
she w o u ld  have seen it; d isease a n d  the  mi lky skin  o f  Ju l i an  d id  
n o t  m a tch  up.  No,  El izabe th  t h o u g h t ,  the  syphi l i s  had  c o m e  f r om
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Boris,  the  lying vi rgin.  It was Boris she had not  seen,  in t he  d i m ­
ness of the  candle l i gh t .  I he i r  sex had been l ike t ry i ng  to s t r ike a 
mat ch  wi th mi t t e n s  on.  I he c o n d o m  had b u n c h e d  a nd  be c ome  
unwor ka b l e ,  and  final ly he'd shed it, tossed it to t he  f loor  wi th 
such a u t h o r i t y  t ha t  El izabeth had not  k n o wn  wha t  to say. To argue  
wi t h  the  c o n d o m  wo u l d  have been to a d mi t  t hei r  s l oppy  execut ion  
of the  whol e  endeavor .  T heir  mu t ua l  badness  at it.
An easy ha t r ed  ove rcame  her. Boris was back in Es tonia ,  
b u t  El i zabeth p i c t u r ed  h i m in his l ame,  s q u a r e - b r i mm e d  hat ,  press ­
ing a panin i .  In his r e t a rded Engl i sh,  he asked,  W hat are you going 
after work? Boris,  wh o  seemed  capab l e  o f  n o t h i n g  bu t  had c o n ­
jured,  s omehow,  this sore f rom across the  At l ant i c .  And  infected 
(probably!)  J u l i a n — Elizabeth' s  Jul i an.
He  wou l d  ha t e  her  t he  way she ha t ed  Boris.  H o w  wou l d  she 
tell him?
W h e r e  t he  c a m p u s  bo r de r e d  d o w n t o w n ,  she pus hed  
t h r ough  g r oups  of s t ude n t s  c logging  the  st reet  corner s ,  t h r ough  
so m a n y  nylon jackets  a nd  soggy Sher pa  boot s .  It s eemed crazy 
to be o u t  a m o n g  peop le  at  a t ime  l ike this.  She wa n t e d  to h i de  in 
her  r o o m wi th  t he  r ecord player  on unt i l  she was cured.  But  her  
m o m  wou l d  be at h o m e — and wha t  wou l d  her  mom  t h ink?  T hat  
awful  p i t y - l ook  wou l d  shif t  across her  face— t hat  s i lent ,  expres-  
s ioni s t i c  m o a n .  W h e n  El i zabe th  was in high school  her  m o t h e r  had 
heard the s i gna t u re  n i c kna me ,  for t he  first  and  onl y  t ime,  yel led 
by D a m i e n  Mor r i s  just  as El i zabeth was c l i mb i ng  in t he  Volvo.
He r  m o m  had t u r n e d  to her  in t he  passenger  seat— Fucksack? she 
m o u t h e d ,  a nd  the p i t y - look  des cended .  She f lung open  the  doo r  
wi th the  e ng i ne  still r u n n i n g .  You piece o f  shit Damien, you don't 
talk like that, not to my daughter, not to A N Y O N E ! D O N 'T  you 
smile— Does your mother know  what a little  prick you've become? Be­
cause the next tim e I see her— a nd t hen  she growl ed  wi th  f rus t ra t i on .  
She a nd  El izabeth bo t h  kne w t hat  the  next  t ime  she'd see An n e
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M orr i s  w o u ld  be on S u n d a y  at Q u a k e r  m e e t in g ,  a n d  th a t  was no 
place for the  c o n v e r sa t i o n  she was t h r e a t e n i n g .
T h e y  dro ve  h o m e  at  f irst  in s i lence ,  b u t  t h e n  l au g h in g ,
l au g h in g  unt i l  they  were crying.
A head ,  the  p u rp l e  a n d  ooze -g re en  sign lor  Squa re s  j u t t e d  
crazi ly f rom the  s ide of the  b u i ld in g .  Every t im e  bdizabeth  crossed 
the  r e s t a u r a n t ’s t h re sh o ld ,  she was r e m i n d e d  of its p a t h e t i c n e s s  
an d  her  own ,  for  w o rk i n g  there .  Its m ix ed  o d o r  of Belgian fries 
an d  ch e ap  d i s in fec t a n t ,  the  l idless vats of m a y o n n a i s e ,  her  z o m b i e ­
faced co w ork er s  in the i r  f r an ch i se- is sued  po lo  shi r t s .  She  had  c o m e  
to t h i n k  o f  the  job on ly  in te rm s  o f  n u m b e r s ,  o f  m o n e y  e a rn e d  
a n d  b a n k e d  in her  label f u n d .  N o w  she  m ad e  he r  way to the  b re ak  
ro om  before  a n y o n e  saw her. I he s ch ed u le  on  the  b u l l e t in  bo a rd  
pr oved th a t  Mil ler,  her  manager ,  had been ser ious  a b o u t  last w e e k s  
u n i f o r m  in fr ac t ions ;  h e ’d d e m o t e d  her  f rom the  regis ter  to “w o r k ­
ing the  co r n e r , ” as they ca lled i t— so l i c i t i ng  in the  f r eez ing  w in d ,  
w av ing c o u p o n s  for r h o m b o i d a l  waffles a n d  c o r p o r a t e  crepes  an d  
focaccia  pizza.  Even worse  than  s u b j e c t i o n  to the  co ld  was the  s o ­
cial exposure ,  Two n inety-n ine teriyaki Tuesdays! s h e ’d  yell ,  t h e  Ugly  
Steps is ters  or  T  Rex or  w hoever  b l a r i ng  f rom o n e  s t r i c t l y - f o r b id d e n  
e a r b u d ,  h id d e n  b e n e a th  her h o o d .  All too  o f t en  the  so l i c i te d  per son  
tu r n e d  o u t  to he s o m e o n e  El i zabe th  knew,  b u n d l e d  a n d  w in t e r i z e d  
bey o n d  re co g n i t io n  w h en  El izabe th  ex c la im ed  the  deal.  1 hen  her  
cheeks  w o u ld  th aw  wi th  e m b a r r a s s m e n t ,  s h e ’d  lower  her  leaf lets an d  
make  aw k w ard  smal l talk.  An h o u r  later  the  a c q u a i n t a n c e  w o u l d  
walk by again ,  r e tu r n e d  f rom w herever  he or  she had  b een ,  a n d  the  
two w o u ld  repeat  the  w ho le  t h i n g  over— a n o t h e r  wave,  a n o t h e r  
exchange.  The pe rson  had gone  s o m e w h e r e  a n d  c o m e  back,  w hi le  
El izabe th  s tayed f rozen in the  sam e place.  T h e  m e t a p h o r  in th is  was 
n o t  lost on  her.
It h a p p e n e d  th a t  day w i th  Kayla Kaspers ,  the  last p e r son  
in the  w orl d  she expect ed  to see.
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“E lizabeth?" Kayla said.  She was wa l k i ng  a f loppy black 
dog wi t h  a gray i ng  s nou t ,  and  the  dog  l ooked  up at El i zabeth,  t hen  
back at Kayla,  bored.
“ Hey! ” El i zabeth mus t e r e d ,  s hov i ng  the  c o u p o n s  i n to  her
pocket .
He r  co r ne r  t ha t  day was ac tual ly  t he  e n t r a n c e  to t he  old 
wa l k - t h r o u g h  mal l ,  whe r e  the  wi n t e r  sun  f i l tered t h r o u g h  the glass 
cei l ing in perfect  rays,  a nd  the yel low tile gave e v e r yone ’s skin a 
p ho t oge n i c  sof tness— but  all these t r icks d i d n ’t a c c o u n t  for the  
visual  t r a n s f o r ma t i o n  o f  Kayla— this  new Kayla— w h o  s tood  before 
El izabeth.  As kids the  girls had been semi - f r i ends  in the  social  
margins .  Kayla was cast  ou t  for t he  f lesh-colored brace she wore  
to cor rec t  her  scol iosis,  a nd  because  o f  the  Ren fair accent  s he ’d 
a dop t e d ,  inexpl icably,  in t he  seventh  grade.  And  Kayla had a n i c k ­
name,  t o o — at a s leepover  s o p h o m o r e  year,  s h e ’d exc la imed,  Black 
people love J iffy  Pop! a n d  her  r epu t a t i on  as wei rd-gi r l  col l apsed into 
we i rd - and- r ac i s t  gi r l— KKKa y l a — r ende r i ng  her  as u n t o u c h a b l e  as 
El izabeth.
“O l d  f r i end!” she gushed ,  her  voice less Shakespearean  but  
still l i l t ing,  as if she were s t one d  or  had  reached e n l i g h t e n m e n t .
She pul led El i zabeth in to  a hug  a nd  E l i zabe t hs  cheek pressed 
agains t  her  floral  hair.
Af ter  high school  t he y ’d kept  in t ouch  the way t ha t  people  
do,  wi th  q u a n t u m  nudges  across the  cyber  wor ld ,  l i t t le t h u m b s - u p s  
on pictures .  El izabeth knew that  Kayla was at the  Ne w School  for 
p a i n t i n g  a nd  t ha t  she l ived in Brooklyn;  t ha t  she had a sleek o r ange  
ki t t en n a m e d  T h u r s t o n  Moor e ,  a nd  t ha t  Kayla l isted her  h o m e t o w n  
as De t r o i t ,  no t  Ann  Arbor .  But  here was t he  t h r e e - d i me ns i ona l  evi ­
dence  o f  wha t  El i zabe th  had d i s t an t l y  sensed,  a nd  it was s t a r t l ing  
to see t ha t  s o m e o n e  cou ld  evolve so rapidly.  Kayla’s wais t  squeezed 
into a hea r t - s ha pe  by her  jeans;  Kayla’s Francoi se  Ha r d y  bangs,  
s t ra ight  a nd  ref lect ive as wire;  a nd  her  foal - l ike eyes r i m m e d  black.
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“ But  how have you been? I t ’s been forever!
And  her vin tage red l e t t e r m a n ’s jacket.  A nd  her h igh -hee led  
boots  that  she d i d n ’t seem to wobble  on.  And ,  and ,  and.
“W h a t ’s new  wi th  you? Tell me everything . ”
Syphilis , El izabeth t h o u g h t .  “ N o t  a l o t . ” She b e n t  to pet  
the dog,  who  to lerated this w i t h o u t  en joy ing  it. “ H o w ’s N ew  York?” 
Kayla s ighed.  “O h ,  you know, New York’s N e w  York.”
Kayla had a braggy way o f  t a lking  a b o u t  the city tha t  m ade  its 
exc i t em en t  sou n d  u n im a g ina b ly  bor ing .  She listed the bands  s h e ’d 
seen and  the m u se u m  exhibi ts ,  d r o p p e d  the names  of Brooklyn  
ne ig h b o rh o o d s  and  re s tauran ts  E l izabe th  ha lf - recognized .  A m u l t i ­
layered envy was u n f o ld ing  inside her. El izabeth  h a d n ’t been to 
New York since m idd le  school ,  bu t  the idea o f  it had  o c c up ie d  her 
fantasies so cons is ten t ly  tha t  she felt she'd a l ready lived a sp e cu la ­
tive var ie ty o f  lives there .  W h e n  she and  her m o m  talked  a b o u t  the 
fu tu re — those conversa t ions  that  h inged  on remiss ion ,  as i f it were 
a dec ided g iven— they ta lked a b o u t  New York, where  they  m ig h t  go 
and  spend  a fall.
Kayla pu t  her hand  on E l izabe th ’s shou lder .  “We shou ld  
hang  out this week ,” she said. “ I'll message y o u . ”
She wouldn ' t ,  probably,  bu t  it was nice. T h e  ges ture  said /  
like you, even i f it was a c o m p r o m is e d  l ike— I like that I  can impress 
you. It mean t  that  El izabeth was s o m e o n e  w o r th  impress ing ,  and  
the t h o u g h t  was eno u g h  to make  bearable  the rest o f  the  shift ,  the 
ba t- in - the-cave  feeling in her chest ,  the d read  o f  Ju l i an  and  her 
im p e d in g  confession .
W h e n  El izabeth first saw Jul ian Black, she a ssum ed  he was— p o l i t i ­
cally inco r rec t ly— a bum .  I his had been in the maze of S h a n ty to w n  
Vinyl,  where  she went  most  days after  work  to lose he rse l f  a m o n g  
the sagging shelves o f  warped  LPs, the crates  o f  45s  in the i r  r u m ­
pled p a rc h m e n t ,  the precar ious wall of as-is tu rn t a b le s  a nd  bus ted
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speakers .  He  kne l t  on the floor, h u n c h e d  in a v o l u m i n o u s  a rm y  
parka and  f l ipp in g  th ro u g h  the  dol la r  bin.  El izabe th  w e n t  to work  
on the Bs o f  solo rock because the  As were r ight  above the  pa rkaed  
guy. Here  was a Syd Bar ret t  i m p o r t ,  and  she slid the record o u t  to 
check  i t ’s c o n d i t io n .
“T h a t ’s p ro b ab ly  g rea t , ’ he said. “ Never  seen tha t  before.
She j u m p e d .  T he s tore  was so m u c h  E l izabe th ’s place o f  
refuge tha t  so m e t im e s  she fo rgo t  she was in publ ic .
He  was no t  the person  sh e ’d ini t ia l ly  t h o u g h t — no,  the 
e n o r m o u s  eyeglasses be tr ayed  his hipness ,  the k ind  o f  th in g  only 
‘90s talk show hosts  wore.  He  was tw e n ty - f o u r  or  twenty- f ive ,  she 
guessed.  A cowl ick  pu l led his b lo n d e  hair  back at the par t .  He  
sm i l ed — dopily,  beaut i ful ly .
She swal lowed.  “Yeah, me nei ther .  I t ’s an i m p o r t . ’
“W h e r e ’s it f ro m ? ’ he asked,  s e t t in g  d ow n  his own records.
“ It looks Korean  or  s o m e th in g ,  she said s tupidly.
“ H e r e . ’ He  reached o u t  for the record a nd  f l ipped  it over. 
“W h a t ,  you  don ' t  read chopst i cks?  T h i s  says Pink  Floyd, and  he 
po in te d  to one  o f  the  charac te rs .
El izabe th  s tood  there  se r ious ly look ing ,  bu t  he laughed .
“ I m just  fuck ing  with  you.  He  h a n d e d  the record back and  t u r n e d  
again to his bin.
She had the  impulse  no t  to let h im  get away. “W h a t ’d you
find?
O n  top  o f  his s tack was a m o ldy  Reggae c o m p i la t io n .  “O h ,  
n o t h i n g  really. T ry ing  to get som e  samples  of some  really, like, 
damaged shi t  for this song  I 'm w o r k i n g  on.  Just  to make  it d i r ty  or 
wha tever .”
El izabe th  n o d d e d  vigorously,  knowingly .  “Yeah, cool ,  t o ­
tally.”
“All the  c l e a n - s o u n d i n g  s tu f f  t h a t ’s h a p p e n in g  r igh t  now" ... 
He w h i p p e d  his head back in an abbrev ia ted  o rb i t ,  and  a sect ion of
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hair  swung  ou t  of his face.
“Yeah, I know, ove r -p roduced  e le c t ron ica ,” she hu r r i ed .
“ I t ’s so glitchy. I t h ink  it's hard to actually,  you know, connect wi th .  
T h e re  used to be a good garage scene he re— ”
“O h  totally. Fucking M C5?  I grew up on that .  A nd  Iggy’s 
f rom up the s treet ,  right? I just fo u n d  this reissue . . .”
He  splayed his records across the l ino leum  to reveal the 
famil iar  p ink  cover of the C a t f igh t  EP  "H ave  you seen th is?” he 
asked.
F’l izabeth was s tupe fied.  S h a n ty to w n  d isp layed the EP at 
the coun te r ,  the first— and  so far the on ly — C rossed  O u t  release. It 
was a reissue, technically,  o f  t he ir  first d e m o ,  recorded  in 1978 just 
down  the block,  at a s tud io  that  was now a d o g - g r o o m in g  place.  
She'd Xeroxed and  pasted the cover herself;  an old p ic tu re  o f  the 
band  s i t t ing  on their  amps,  her m om  in the m id d le  wi th  lea ther  
boots  up to her knees,  a Mick Jagger ha ir cu t ,  her  eyes p a in t e d  to 
look like a rrowheads .  El izabeth had long been n u m b  to the image,  
bu t  now, in the se t t ing  of this boy ’s record  pile, it was reborn .  T h e  
mystery and  magic o f  her  m o t h e r ’s past  s t ru c k  her, as it had at odd  
m o m e n ts  since her adolescence.  Here was her m o t h e r  in the hear t  
of her life. She was just a bou t  E l izabe th ’s age.
“L inda  Frunczack ,” Jul i an  said. “Babe .”
Elizabeth laughed once; looked  up  at h im,  then  dow n .  
“ Yeah, sh e ’s my m o m . ”
H e — Ju l i a n — had a solo pro jec t  tha t  was k inda  like ... and  he 
c o m p a red  it to a handfu l  of low-fi,  p seudo - t r iba l ,  p s yc h -pop  bands  
El izabeth knew. Iechnical ly  he lived in Ph i la de lp h ia  bu t  h e ’d been 
tou r ing  for m o n th s ,  t ry ing  to ga rner  some  buzz before  he released 
any th ing .  Now he had a th ree-week  lull  be tween  towns ,  a n d  was 
s tay ing with his old fr iend Rob G.  El izabeth knew Rob, too,  sor t  
of; he played keyboards for an i n s t r u m e n ta l  band  cal led W h i t e
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Flag— a n d  by t h e  celes t ial  c o n n e c t e d n e s s  o f  e v e r y o n e  (or  so it 
s o m e t i m e s  s e e m e d  to  E l i z a b e t h — e v e r y o n e  e x c l u d i n g  he r s e l f )  J u l i an  
an d  R o b  h a d  g r o w n  u p  t oge t he r .  S o m e w h e r e  in P e n n s y l v a n i a  t ha t  
Ju l i an  ca l l ed  “ No wh e r e s v i l l e . "
“O h  s h i t ! ” he said in t h e  S h a n t y t o w n  d o o r w a y ,  p u l l i n g  a 
f l ier  f r o m his  bag.  H e  h a n d e d  it t o her.  J u l i an  Black a n d  t he  Black 
Eight s .  “ You s h o u l d  c o m e , ” he said.  “ I t ’s free.
Fler  h e a r t  t h u d d e d .  “C o o l , ” she  said.  “ I ’ll see if  I can  m a k e  
it, k n o w i n g  t h a t  it was  all s h e ’d t h i n k  a b o u t  for  t he  nex t  t wo  days .
T h e  C i n d e r  Barn  w a s n ’t a b a r n  at  all ,  b u t  a f r eez ing ,  b a d l y  lit w a r e ­
h o u s e  o u t  pas t  t he  mal l  w h e r e  a g r o u p  of  pol i - sc i  d r o p o u t s  he l d  
m o n t h l y  s hows .  El i z ab e t h  w a l k e d  in as t h e  last  of  C a n n i b a l  C o n ’s 
f e ed b ac k  w h i n e d  o u t .  M o s t  o f  t h e  c r o w d  she r e co g n i zed .  She  waved  
to J e n n y  Ph i l l i p s  a n d  said hi to a g r o u p  f r o m t h e  f ood  c o - o p ,  t wo  
boys  w i t h  m a t t e d  d r e a d l o c k s  a n d  a girl  w i t h  d i s t e n d e d  e a r - h o l e s  
wi de  e n o u g h  to a c c o m m o d a t e  C o k e  bo t t l e s .  Bu t  she  s t o o d  a l one ,  
in a s p o t  b e h i n d  a c l u s t e r  o f  tal l  guys  in s we a t s h i r t s  d r i n k i n g  f r o m 
b r o w n  bags .  As t h e  C o n s  d i s m a n t l e d  t he i r  d r u m s ,  J u l i a n  a p p e a r e d ,  
w e a r i n g  a N a v a j o  b l a n k e t  l ike a cape .  Hi s  s e t - u p  was  m o r e  c o m p l i ­
ca t ed  t h a n  E l i z a b e t h  h ad  i m a g i n e d — a l ap t o p ,  s amp l e r ,  a n d  d r u m  
m a c h i n e ,  a mi l k  c r a t e  of  ef fect s  peda l s  he a n d  Ro b  G.  u n p a c k e d  
a n d  u n t a n g l e d .  I wo  gu i t a r s  a n d  a M o o g ,  w h i c h  E l i zab e t h  k n e w  
was p r o n o u n c e d  wi t h  a l o n g - o ,  s h o u l d  t h e  M o o g  ever  c o m e  u p  in 
c o n v e r s a t i o n .
J u l i a n  p u t  o n  t h e  F e n d e r  a n d  s t e p p e d  to t h e  m i c r o p h o n e ,  
t u n i n g  up.
“C h e c k - c h e c k - c h e c k .  Al r i g h t ,  l e t ’s get  s t a r t e d .  I ’m J u l i an  
Black,  a n d  t h e s e —  he g e s t u r e d  b e h i n d  h i m ,  w h e r e  t h e r e  was  n o  
one ,  jus t  t h e  j u m b l e  of e q u i p m e n t  on  t h e  m a k e s h i f t  s t age  a n d  a 
h a l f - d o z e n  c a n d l e s — “t hese  are t h e  Black L i g h t s . ”
Al r e ady  she  k n e w  t h a t  h e ’d be g o o d — he c o u l d n ’t n o t  be.
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A modes t ,  t i nny  beat  began,  before  he ac t i va t ed  the  l ap t op  
and the first  song exp loded  into being.  T h e  guys in f ront  o f  El iza­
beth rocked on the balls o f  t hei r  feet.  She cou ld  see Ju l i an  perfect ly 
t h r ough  a na r row slot be tween t hem,  f ie  t u r n e d  to the  M o o g  and  
t apped  ou t  a spacey mel ody  that  l ooped  u p o n  itself,  t hen  came  
back to the mi c r o p h o n e  a nd  l aunched  into a v i r t uos ic  gu i t a r  so lo—  
the kind of pe r fo rmat i ve  s h r e dd i ng  El i zabe th  was a sucker  for. T h e  
solo t u r ned  to fast, hard chords .  His who l e  body  vi bra t ed .  She was 
ove r whe l med  by the desi re to t ouch  him.
Hal fway t h r ough  the set he whi sked  the  cape  o f f  and  th rew 
it into the audience .  His b o t t o m  lip pressed aga ins t  t he  bu l b  o f  the 
m i c r o p h o n e  as he sang,  G ina, Gina, oh G ina, or  maybe  Cheetah, 
cheetah, oh cheetah. Savage yips a nd  yelps p u n c t u a t e d  his vocals.  He  
howled for G i n a  or  the  cheet ah to please, please, cut your nails!
A h um b l e  fantasy played ou t  in El i zabe t h ’s m i n d — she saw 
hersel f  cal l ing up Sam in Chi cago ,  wh o  wou l d  press five h u n d r e d  
seven- inches  for two t ho u s a n d  dol lars  in cash.  She i ma g i ne d  t ravel ­
ing there by t rain wi th  Jul i an.  I magi ned  a r ecord release par ty;  
hersel f  be h i nd  the merch table on his next  tour .
O n e  song m o r p h e d  into the next .  El i zabeth moved  her  
shoulder s  w i t h o u t  t h ink i ng .  He r  ponyta i l  l oosened  a n d  her  hai r  
came  u n d o n e  a r o u n d  her  face. T h e  c rowd lost  t hemselves  in a 
r everbera t i ng calypso sampl e  t hat  bui l t  layer u p o n  layer, whi l e  the 
d i s t o r t ed  gui t a r  wh i ne d  relentlessly,  a n d  t hen  Jul ian s t o m p e d  a 
pedal  a nd  the noise ceased abrupt ly.
In the r inging si lence,  the app lause  s o u n d e d  so una ppr e c i a -  
t ively t hin t hat  El izabeth did s o m e t h i n g  she never  d i d — she hoo t ed .
I he crowd di sper sed a nd  she pus he d  t h r o u g h  to the  stage,  
l u l i ans  back was t u r n e d  and  the gui t a r  off.  He  t ook  a l ong  swig 
f rom a flask.
“ Hey  that  was grea t , ” she said.
He  s pun  a r o u n d  and  pul led ou t  t wo earplugs .  Sweat  coa t ed
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his face and  his t -sh ir t  was soaked .  H e  looked as if h e ’d just  s l a u g h ­
tered an an im al .
“T h a t  was, like, really a m a z in g ,” she said again.
He  looked  at her  blankly.  “T h a n k s . ”
For a t err ib le  m o m e n t  it seemed  h e ’d fo rgo t ten  her. M aybe  
he was one  o f  those  mess ian ic  music ians ,  she t h o u g h t ,  like Brian 
Eno  or  s o m e o n e ,  w ho  lived so m u c h  in his own e x t r a o rd in a ry  
wor ld  tha t  u n r e m a rk a b l e  people  s im ply  f l i tted by and  were d i s ­
missed.
But  he set d o w n  the flask and  began co i l ing  a cable  a r o u n d  
his a rm .  “Som e  peop le  are go ing  to R o b ’s. I t ’s fuck ing  dismal here ,  
r igh t?”
“Yeah, totally,  El izabe th  said.
“You w a n n a  load up  with us and  then  we can go?’
She soared.  “Yeah, okay.”
“ Hey,” Jul i an  yelled to Rob,  w ho  was he f t ing  an am p .  “You 
got the keys? E l izabe th ’s g o n n a  help.
In her  e u p h o r i a ,  she had a synesthes iac  vision;  her  name ,  
g lowing  in J u l i a n ’s m o u t h .  He  m ig h t  as well have just su n g  a song  
abou t  her, s t u d d e d  a who le  ch o ru s  with E l izabeths ,  for how s i n g u ­
larly no t iced  she felt in tha t  m o m e n t .
In h in d s igh t ,  it was p r obab ly  the  h i g h p o in t  o f  thei r  r e l a t i o n s h ip —  
their  f r i e n d s h i p — whatever it was— before e ve ry th ing  s la lomed 
into  surreal i ty.  At R o b ’s they 'd  a b a n d o n e d  the g ro u p  to  listen to 
records in the  b a s em e n t ,  where  Ju l i an  was s taying .  Rob had filled 
him in on  the  C a t f ig h t  EP, Jul i an  said;  he knew  El izabe th  had  pu t  
it ou t ,  knew all a b o u t  her label  project .  “You're, like, pay in g  for 
everything yourse lf?” h e ’d asked.  “T h e  pressing,  the r ecord ing ,  the 
... you know  I do  all my own record ing ,  I just  need some m o n e t a ry  
back ing  ... His  words  osci l la ted and  s lur red .  Even then  El izabeth  
sensed that  a n y th i n g  she said on  the sub jec t  wou ld  be fo rgo t ten
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by mor n i ng .  She was d r u n k  on whi skey  f rom a coffee mug.  He  
knocked  over  the bong  that  ba l anced  precar ious ly  on  an o t t o m a n .  
And  then he s t epped  t oward  El izabeth a n d  p u t  one  h a n d  on her  
hip,  the  o t he r  in her  hair,  and  kissed her. No  one  had ever  kissed 
her  l ike t ha t — wi th thei r  hands  so u n d e n i a b l y  on he r — and  it was 
c i nemat i c  and scary. Upstai r s ,  people  l aughed.  T h e y  lay d o w n  on 
the fu ton  and  a s t r and  o f  Ch r i s t ma s  l ights t u r n e d  t h e m  orangey;  at  
first just  thei r  faces a nd  then thei r  bodies ,  revealed.  T he cat  came  
over  a nd  f l icked its tail perversely agains t  her  bare  leg. Are you  
healthy? he asked.  Her  head swam;  wha t  did  he mean? She was u n ­
der -weight ;  she had not  had a per iod in m o n t h s .  But  she mus t  have 
said yes, because s ome t h i n g  mi r a cu l ous  h a p p e n e d  then:  El i zabeth  
felt hersel f  divide in t wo— the old her  a nd  this new,  un f ami l i a r  her,  
a nd  the old El izabeth flew off l ike a ghost .
It was dark  by the t ime  her  shif t  e nde d  and  she c a ugh t  the  bus.  She 
sat cur l ed in the  plast ic seat ,  b i t i ng  at  a cold tor t i l l a  a n d  scrol l ing 
t h r ough  thei r  mi n i ma l  c o r r e s ponde nc e  since t ha t  n ight .  Two days 
after  the fact,  she ’d texted boldly:
ARE W E  F R I E N D S ?
Jul ian:  FTF  
El izabeth:  H a h a
And  today:
I have to talk to you 
Jul ian:  W h a t  abt?
El izabeth:  I m p o r t a n t .  2ni te?
Jul ian:  wh n v r  
El izabeth:  cool
1 here wasn t muc h  comf o r t  in t he  missives;  she had  no t  felt 
haha,  she did not  feel cool , ’ bu t  now she was on her  way a nd  
there was no goi ng  back.  All day, t ime  had been spe ed i ng  up a nd  
s lowing down  wi th a s i ckeni ng  i rregulari ty.  N o w  the  bus  d r o p p e d
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her  a n d  she  m o v e d  u p  Rob ' s  s a l t ed  wa l k ,  o n t o  t h e  r i me - s l i c k  p o r c h ,  
a he ad  o f  hersel f .  T h e  f r o n t  d o o r  was  u n l o c k e d .
“ He l l o?  she  ye l l ed  f r o m  ins i de .  Mu s i c ,  t h e  Ki nks ,  rose 
f r om below.  She  o p e n e d  t h e  d o o r  t h a t  led t o  t h e  b a s e m e n t  a n d  
cal l ed aga i n .
“ D o w n  here ,  a voi ce ,  J u l i a n  s, a n s w e r e d .
H e r  t h r o a t  r e s t r i c t ed .  S h e  t h r e w  h e r  b o o t s  on  t h e  pi l e o f  
sneake r s  in t h e  e n t r y w a y  a n d  p a d d e d  d o w n  t h e  s t a i r s  in he r  socks ,  
s h a k i n g  o u t  t h e i r  f e t i d  smel l  as s he  w e n t .  H e r e  was  t h e  c a v e - r o o m  
wh e r e  it h ad  h a p p e n e d — t h e  wal l s  o f  t a c k y  s t o n e  a n d  t h e  ca l i co  c a r ­
pet ,  t h e  C h r i s t m a s  l i ght s ,  t h e  f u t o n  w h e r e ,  now,  J u l i a n  a n d  R o b  G.  
l o u n g e d  w i t h  t h e i r  feet  on  t h e  cof fee  t ab l e  a m o n g  a d o z e n  e m p t y  
beer  cans .  J u l i a n  h a d  hi s  l a p t o p  on  hi s  knees ,  a n d  t h e  ca t  was  
s t r e t c h e d  o u t  ac ross  Rob' s  lap.  A t h i r d  boy,  w h o m  E l i z a b e t h  d i d n ' t  
know,  was  p o s i t i o n e d  fe ta l ly in t h e  nes t  o f  a P a p a s a n  cha i r ,  r o l l i n g  
a j o i n t  o n  t h e  cove r  o f  a h u g e  t e x t b o o k ,  t h o u g h  t h e  ai r  was  a l r e ad y  
r ipe w i t h  s m o k e .
She  l o o k e d  at  J u l i a n  a n d  i n s t a n t l y  he r  face b u r n e d .  “ Hey,  
she said.
“ He y , ” J u l i a n  said.
T h e  kid  w i t h  t h e  j o i n t  g l a n c e d  u p  at  her ,  t h e n  b a c k  d o w n .
“ W h a t ’s up ,  R o b  said.
J us t  to fill t h e  space ,  E l i z a b e t h  h e a r d  h e r s e l f  d e s c r i b e  he r  
day p u s h i n g  c h i c k e n  wr a ps .
“You s h o u l d  q u i t , ” R o b  said.
“Yeah, ” J u l i a n  said.  “ Fu ck  t ha t .  D o  w h a t  y o u  wa n t .
J u l i a n  c l ea r ed  a spac e  a m o n g  t h e  e m p t i e s  a n d  set  t h e  c o m ­
p u t e r  on  t h e  t abl e .  “ 1 c o u l d  go for  a c h i c k e n  w r a p  r i gh t  now.  H e  
s t ood  a n d  y a w n e d ,  s t r e t c h i n g  his a r m s  a b o v e  his  h e a d  so t h a t  his t- 
shi r t  rose to s h o w  t h e  l i ne  of  ha i r  t h a t  led i n t o  hi s  p a n t s .  E l i z a b e t h  
felt it a c u t e l y — t h e  p a i n  b e t w e e n  he r  legs.  She  c o u l d  jus t  l eave.  She  
c o u l d  d o  thi s  o n  t h e  p h o n e  o r  in an  emai l .
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“You wa n t  a beer? he asked.
“Sure , ” she said.  She didn' t .  T h e r e  was n owhe r e  to sit,  so 
she went  over  and  perched  awkwardl y  on the a r m o f  the  fu t on  wi th  
her  backpack  still on.  Jul ian' s l ap t op  was there  in f ront  o f  her,  open  
to a grid o f  pictures:  t ower ing,  indust r i a l  bu i ld i ngs  at n i ght  in a 
snowy field,  thei r  wi ndows  ga r l anded  wi th cyc lone  fencing.  T h e  
facade o f  a bar— a c h u b b y  girl in a fur coat  f l i pp ing  of f  the  c a m ­
era. Rob G.  and  a kid wi th a neo-Nazi  ha i r cu t  s mok i ng .  A b a n d —  
Wa nt e d  Widow,  she t h o u g h t  she r ecogni zed— streaks o f  p i nk  l ight  
a nd  a doub l e - ne cke d  gui tar ,  the  d i s e mb o d i e d  leg of  a c rowd surfer.  
El izabeth puzzled it t oge t he r — a show in De t r o i t ,  p r oba b l y  at the 
Dover  Club .
“ W h e n  was this?” she asked.
And then she saw Kayla Kaspers.  A red s t r aw be tween  her  
lips. T h e n  Kayla in perfect  profi le,  t a lk ing to a n o t h e r  girl .  T h e n  
Kayla next  to Jul ian,  his arm a r o u n d  her  shoulder ,  Kayla l ook ing  
s t ra ight  into the camera  whi le  Jul i an looked at  her,  bo t h  o f  t hem 
g r inn i ng  wildly.
I h e  pain moved into her  chest ,  where  it f lared ope n  and
closed.
“ Uh,  last night? Ni gh t  before? Fake J ama i cans  op e n e d ,  they 
ki l led it, Jul i an said.  He  set down  Fdizabeth’s beer  a nd  p l oppe d  
back on the futon.
I he wor ld  felt rat t led.  She tore  her  eyes f rom the pictures  
and  l ooked at h im.  “You're f r iends wi th  Kayla Kaspers?”
Jul ian pi cked up the c o m p u t e r  and  scrol led.
“O h ,  he wants to be f r iends wi th  Kayla,” Rob l aughed.  He  
made  quo t a t i ons  wi th his f ingers.  “F u c k i n ’ waiting  to bef r i end 
her .”
She s t ruggled to keep her  voice even.  “ H o w  do  you know 
her? KKKayla,  El izabeth t hough t .
I he kid in the  chai r  lit the j o i n t  a nd  the  air  be c ame  thick
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and close. “ 1 d u n n o , ’ Jul i an  sh rugged .  “ H ow  does an y o n e  know 
anyone?
“ W h a t  d o  you  care , ’ Rob  said.
She took  a long  d r in k  o f  the  beer. It came  to her tha t  Jul ian 
h a d n ’t to ld  Rob  a b o u t  the i r  n igh t  together .  “ I d o n ’t , ’ she said smal-  
ly. S h e ’d left the m o r n i n g  after,  re t rea ted like an awkw ard  d ream ,  
just as he was w ak ing  up.  He  hadn ' t  p ro te s ted  her going.
Above th e m ,  the fron t  d o o r  s l a m m e d  and  there  were voices, 
shuf f l ing .  Steve Sp inaker ,  V ick ram  Jansen ,  Ted s o m e b o d y  and  
* Jenny  Ph i l l ips  filed d o w n  the stai rs.  As if t h e y ’d c o m e  to s tage a 
r ee n a c tm e n t ;  it was the same g ro u p  from two weeks ago, f rom after  
the show.
Steve ba lanced  a t w e n ty - f o u r  pack o f  PB R on his head;  
Jenny  carr ied  bags o f  t ak e o u t  in p u rp le  boxes.
E l izabe th  knew those bags,  those  boxes,  the b u r n t  cheese 
smell.  Nausea  washed  over her. So far today  s h e d  taken  th ree  a n t i ­
b io t i cs— three  t imes the  a m o u n t  prescr ibed.  N o w  she felt a noxious  
fizzing in her s to m a c h ,  as i f all o f  the capsules  had o p e n e d  at once.
Jul ian looked  c o n c e rn e d .  “ Where 's  eve rybody  else?
H e  m e a n t  the  o th e r  girls. All o f  the w o r l d ’s o t h e r  girls. He  
took  ou t  his p h o n e  and  began press ing  keys.
“ I ’m g o n n a  go," she said to no one .  She pushe d  up the 
s tairs,  past the g roup .
In her wake,  Ju l i an  cal led,  “ Easy E— I t h o u g h t  you  w a n te d  
to talk business .  Have  a c iga re t t e—  1
“Are you okayV J e n n y  asked.
But  E l izabeth  was r u n n i n g  now. A su l fu rous  bile sho t  in to  
her e sophagus  and  it was all she cou ld  do  to push  t h ro u g h  the base ­
m ent  door ,  then  the  f ront  door ,  o n t o  the porch .  W h o  was Easy E? 
She spewed a mess in to  the  new snow.
I he real iza t ions m o u n t e d ,  py ram ida l .  Two weeks ago,
Jul ian had w a n te d  to get laid, a n d  E l izabe th  was the on ly  avai lable
Gallagher
per son  to lay. The poss ibi l i ty  d e s c e n d e d — m a y b e  it had  c o m e  f rom 
him? Ma ybe  he'd go t t e n  it f rom s o m e o n e  in Toledo,  P i t t s b u r g h ,  
I t haca— maybe  h e ’d f o u n d  a n o t h e r  El i zabe th  or  Kayla in o n e  o f  
those  t owns  and  go t t e n  it f rom one  of t h e m .  Ma y b e  h e ’d g o t t e n  an 
a c r o n y m  a nd  passed that  a long,  too.  She  s ucked  back  her  p h l eg m  
and  looked up  at the  sky, deep  in to  the b e e r - c o mm e r c i a l  ob l i v i on .  
Agains t  the  black the  snowf lakes  be c a me  very huge  very fast,  just  
before  t hey l anded ,  l ike d o w n ,  on her  cheeks .
“ Hey, ” Jul i an said b e h i n d  her.  There was a l ong  pause .  She  c o u l d n ’t 
face h i m.  “ You left yo u r  shoes . ”
She t u r n e d  wi t h  her  h a n d  s h i e l d i ng  her  eyes.  “ I k n o w , ” she 
said violent ly.
He  tossed the  boo t s  o n t o  t he  p o r c h  a n d  t hen  w e n t  back  i n ­
side.  El i zabe th  s t r i pped  o f f  her  wet  socks a n d  p u t  her  feet  i n t o  t he  
f leecy inter iors .  A m i n u t e  later  he c a me  o u t  again in his pa rka  wi t h  
a wad o f  toi let  paper .  He  of fered it to her.  “ You w a n n a  c o m e  i n?” 
he asked.
“ N o , ” she said,  w i p i n g  her  nose.  Ju l i an  p u t  his h a n d  on  the  
back of her  neck a nd  ma s h e d  her  there .  El ec t r i c i t y  s h o t  t h r o u g h  her  
body;  a pulse,  desp i t e  e ve ry t h i ng ,  in her  s w i ms u i t  area.
" T o m e  o n , ’ he said.  His  voice was soft .  “ I ’ll s h o w  you  wh a t  
I ’ve d o n e  wi t h  t he  va n . ”
She fol lowed h i m d o w n  t he  b l ock  to whe r e  t he  van was 
pa rked ,  a nd  wh e n  he o p e n e d  the  back doo r s  she saw w h a t  he 
mea n t .  I he b o t t o m  wi t h  bui l t  up  wi t h  p l y wo o d  to m a k e  a f loor,  
a nd  he l i f ted t he  edge to s how El izabe th  the  gr id o f  c ubb i e s  u n d e r ­
nea th ,  s tuf fed wi t h  casset te  tapes ,  t - shi r t s ,  b e e f  jerky.  J u l i a n  was 
onl y  passing t h r o u g h .  S h e d  k n o w n  this  f rom t he  very b e g i n n i n g .
I hey c l i mb e d  in a n d  he t u r n e d  on  the  i gn i t i on  for  heat .  
A r t h u r  Russell  c a me  t h r o u g h  the  s peake r s — I close my eyes a n d  
listen, to hear the corn come out. In t he  g low of t he  s t r ee t l i gh t s  t hey
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unfu r led  a roll o f  egg-cra te  foam and  sat cross- legged,  the i r  knees 
just barely t o u ch ing .
“ NX hen are you leaving?’ she asked.
“C o u p l e  days.  I have som e  West  C o a s t  s tu f f  l ined u p . ”
His  n o n c h a la n c e  b u r n e d .  “W h a t  a b o u t  Kayla?” she t r ied to 
joke. It d i d n ’t c om e  ou t  funny.
“ W h a t  a b o u t  her? Jul ian asked.
“Are you t ry ing  to da te  her?
H e  pu l led  a plast ic  baggie and  ro l l ing papers  f rom his 
pocke t .  “ I ’m no t  t ry ing  to date  a n y o n e , ” he said. He  m ade  El iza­
b e th ’s l anguage  s o u n d  absurd .  “ I t ’s no t  a b o u t  ... d a t i n g . ”
Her  p r id e  f lo unde red ,  then  left her. “Fine,  fu c k in g ” And 
because the cause was already lost— “ Is Rob  r ight? Are you t ry ing  
to fuck he r?”
H e  s ighed as if her  que s t ions  were imposs ib le ,  and  tore  at 
the nest  o f  tobacco .  “ I d o n ’t t h in k  you get it. I t ’s like, no o n e ’s ev­
e ry th ing .  Som e girls are pretty,  som e  are cool,  som e  just  have style. 
Some girls are d i ff e ren t .  M ore  like y o u .”
H er  m o th e r  had w arned  her once,  never  to t ru s t  a boy who  
tells you  you re no t  like o t h e r  girls. H e’s trying to turn you against 
yourself.
“ H o w  am / ? ” she asked.
H e  l icked the c igaret te  and  sealed it. “You're no t ,  like, shal­
low. You’re not  always t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  how everyone  sees y o u . ”
H er  hea r t  f lapped .  It wasn' t  t rue .  She felt a n e b u lous  sense 
of gui l t .  “ I have syphil is,  she said.
I he p lainness  o f  the  confess ion  isolated the s o u n d  o f  her  
voice,  f roggy;  as when  she heard  he rse l f  echo  back d u r in g  bad cell 
p h o n e  recep t ion .  Way d o w n  in the p i t  o f  the m o m e n t ,  e v e ry th ing  
abou t  he r  seem ed  ugly a n d  silly.
Ju l i an  looked  frozen in space and  t ime,  the un l i t  c igaret te  
held ou t  before  him.
Gallagher
She rushed  in to  the larger  s to ry  then ,  anx ious  to sof ten a nd  
m od i fy  the news. T h e  free clinic,  the test ,  the  a n t ib io t i c s ;  the s t a ­
t istical facts o f  how really common  it was. An E s to n ia n  pe rson  had 
given it to her. T h i s  last fact hovered d o u b t f u l ly  b e tw een  s t a t e m e n t  
and  q ue s t ion ,  a nd  she hu r r i e d ,  “ Is there  any  way you co u ld  have 
go t ten  i t— ?” She cou ldn ' t  ask m ore  than  that .
He  set the un l i t  c igare t t e  d o w n ,  like an adm is s io n  o f  defeat .  
“ D id  we use s o m e t h in g ? ’
She shook  her  head.
He n o d d e d  a nd  took  his glasses off, s ta r ing  at n o t h in g .  For  
a m in u t e  he looked  vu lnerable ;  a l it t le like the b ronze  s ta tue  o f  
Ben jamin  Frank l in  in the  law quad .  T h e n  he lay back  on  his e lbows 
a nd  began to u n b u t t o n  his jeans.
Som et im es  peop le  did th ings  tha t  were so u n f a t h o m a b l e  
to El izabe th,  so d if fe ren t  f rom w ha t  she he rse l f  w o u ld  do ,  tha t  
her  view o f  the h u m a n  wor ld  e x p a n d e d  for a m in u t e ,  a n d  she felt 
ove rw h e lm ed  by the u n p r e d ic ta b i l i ty  of everyone;  o f  life itself. Its 
capac i ty  to su rpr i se  and  m or t i fy  a nd  h u r t  her.
He  o p e n e d  his fly, then  he ld up his p h o n e  to i l l u m in a te  the 
s lug o f  his penis .  “ D o  you see a n y th i n g ? ” He  f loppe d  it f rom  one  
s ide to the other .  “ I t h o u g h t  I saw s o m e t h in g  this m o r n i n g .  T h e r e .  
Right  the re .”
E l izabe th ’s hear t  racke ted .  She was repul sed.  As i f to ove r ­
com e  it, she scoo ted  closer. “W h e r e ? ”
1 here ,” he said. He  t a u t e n e d  the  skin b e tw een  two f ingers,  
t hen  took  her  h a n d  and  placed it on  him.
*  *  *
I he Friends m e e t in g h o u s e  was a sp raw l ing  c ra f t s m an  m a n s i o n  full 
o f  u p r ig h t  p ianos  and  s e c o n d - h a n d  sofas, the i r  u p h o l s t e ry  long  p e r ­
mea ted  with  the smell  o f  lent ils and  black tea. O n  the  m a in  floor,
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the newer  add i t i on  of a large,  w i n d o we d  hall  b u t t e d  up agains t  
a forested na tu re  preserve,  j ung l ous  and  she l t e r i ng  in the  s u m ­
mer,  bu t  ba r r en  a nd  f ragi l e - looking in winter .  W h e n  El izabeth was 
y o u n g  her  m o m  had expla i ned  t ha t  they we r e n ’t Q«r f£er -Quakers ;  
t hey were just  people  who  went  to Q u a k e r  Meet i ng .  It was a bou t  
be ing qu i e t  a nd  still;  it was l ike med i a t i on .  God— what's God? her  
m o m  had asked.  She was seven a nd  she was told she could  dec ide  
for herself.  Th i s  was a r o u n d  the t ime  El izabeth first  heard the ther -  
emi n  s o u n d ,  l ike a spi r i tual  placeholder .
El izabeth rarely we n t  to me e t i ng  a nymor e ,  bu t  t ha t  m o r n ­
ing she had the c o mp u l s i o n  no t  to be too far f rom her  mother .
Now’ t ha t  they were here,  t ho u g h ,  she d o u b l e d  back on her  de c i ­
sion.  People s he ’d k n o wn  her  who l e  life r emoved  thei r  shoes,  kissed 
her  on the cheek.  No ,  t he  long q u i e t u d e  was not  wha t  she needed.
1 he r oom full of b l ank  faces, eve ryone  t u r n i n g  inward ,  fu r t he r  
i nward,  l i s tening.  1 he “s ha r i ng . ’ M e m b e r s  o f  t he  congrega t i on  
rose to say naked,  e mo t i o n a l  t hings .  El izabeth was afraid s ome o n e  
m i g h t  say s o m e t h i n g  to break her.  She did not  wa n t  to cry in f ront  
o f  everyone.
It was cold ou t ,  bu t  no t  the  k i nd  o f  f ace-aching wea t he r  
it had been yesterday.  She fol lowed the trail  t ha t  l ooped  t h r ough  
the woods ,  d own  to the river, over  the  arc o f  t he  wo o d e n  br idge,  
its circle ref lected on the river. T h e  sky was as flat a nd  wh i t e  as a 
f reshly pa i n t e d  wall .  S h e d  fo rgo t t en  her  iPod,  a nd  the si lence felt 
c l a u s t r ophob i c  and  e m p t y  at the  s ame t ime.  T h e  A r t h u r  Russell  
song still l ingered in her  head;  now' she never  wa n t e d  to hear  it 
again.  She closed her  eyes and  whe n  she o pe ne d  t hem,  t hey were 
wet .
She had not  f o u n d  the  t h i n g  he was t ry ing  to show her. 
Beneath  her  f ingers he s p r a ng  to life, a nd  then  he pu t  his h a n d  on 
hers and  gu i ded  it. If she br oke  the ac t i on  d o w n  to its mi nu t i a ,  it 
was n o t h i n g  more  t han  a m o v e me n t ;  l ike a h a n d s h a k e  or  a dance .  If
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sh e  t h o u g h t  of  it th i s  way,  it was  a l m o s t  i n s i g n i f i c a n t .
T h e  t rai l  led b a c k  to  w h e r e  it h a d  s t a r t e d  a n d  s h e  a p ­
p r o a c h e d  t h e  m e e t i n g h o u s e  a g a i n ,  f r o m  th i s  d i s t a n c e ,  t h e  g lass ha l l  
l o o k e d  l ike  a d i o r a m a ,  e v e r y o n e  i n s i d e  p r e s e r v e d .  It was  h e r  m o t h e r  
w h o  was  s t a n d i n g  now,  a r a r i ty ;  t h e  last  t i m e  E l i z a b e t h  c o u l d  
r e m e m b e r  h a d  b e e n  a ye ar  ago ,  ju s t  a f t e r  h e r  d i a g n o s i s .  B u t  n o w  
h e r  m o m ' s  c h i n  was  h i g h ,  h e r  eyes c l o s e d ,  h e r  m o u t h  o p e n .  I he  
s o n g  c a m e  w o r d l e s s  a n d  sw ee t  ac ro ss  t h e  l a n d s c a p e .  E x p e r i m e n t a l l y ,  
E l i z a b e t h  o p e n e d  h e r  o w n  m o u t h  a n d  r e l e a s e d  a h i g h ,  s t e a d y  n o t e .  
T h e r e  was  n o  o n e  a r o u n d  to  hear .  W h a t  h a d  h e r  m o t h e r  h e a r d  in 
t h e  s i l e n c e  to  m a k e  h e r  rise? W T a t  bel l  h a d  r u n g  i n s i d e  her ,  to  
m a k e  h e r  w a n t  to s t a n d ,  a n d  t h r o w  h e r  h e a d  b a c k ,  a n d  s i n g :1
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